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John Rignall, George Eliot, European Novelist (Ashgate: The Nineteenth
Century Series, 2011), pp. 184. ISBN 9781 4094 2234 1.
On the opening page of this series of connected essays, John Rignall points out that 'George
Eliot's readers and reviewers took it for granted that her novels belonged to a European
tradition of fiction'. When Leavis conscripted her into his new canon after the Second World
War, this dimension of her work was largely erased and has only recently begun to re-emerge
thanks to the work of Rosemary Ashton, Elinor Shaffer and others - not least John Rignall
himself. One reason for this neglect was no doubt intrinsic to the work: Rignall concedes that
George Eliot's fictions are set overwhelmingly in the English countryside; most of her
characters live in villages or small, out-of the-way towns and make few journeys other than
failed attempts at escape (Hetty, Maggie). The Roman episode of Middlemarch (often
discussed in this book) is disturbing and disorientating, while the Prague of The Lifted Veil is
the product of a morbid imagination. Of course there is Romola, to which Eliot herself was
deeply attached. But the Renaissance world of that novel is a historical construct, and is thus
not 'European', in the sense of belonging to the mainstream of European fiction; Rignall only
refers to it in passing. However, Daniel Deronda, the other Eliot novel which has until recently
been marginalized, is fully in Rignall's focus of attention, featuring as it does not only a
significant number of episodes set in Europe but also some powerful affinities with earlier and
later European novels.
Rignall approaches the European theme from two angles, corresponding roughly to the
biographical and the textual. The first four essays or chapters are primarily concerned with
George Eliot's first-hand knowledge of Europe and its cultures: her travels, her local
encounters, her preference for 'old' Germany over the 'electric' novelty of France, her vision
of landscapes fraught with a violent history. These perceptions are afforded in part by the
novels, but predominantly by Eliot's non-fictional writings, her journals, letters and notebooks.
Rignall concludes this complex itinerary with the observation that 'one of the uses of abroad is
to draw attention to the discord and discontinuity, to the violence and suffering that are as much
a part of human history as any sense of the "historical advance of mankind'" (this last phrase
is quoted from The Mill on the Floss). Such violence and suffering lurk in the superficially
tranquil English fields and villages too, and may be made salient by adumbrations of the wider
trans-European picture: in that sense, Daniel Deronda could be read as the culmination of a
long meditation on the unquiet, unstable antithesis of home and abroad.
The remaining six essays offer close readings that explore affinities and contrasts
between Eliot's fictions and those of her European counterparts. His approach is highly
selective, often favouring unexpected (even apparently remote) parallels. He opens with a
textually well-founded case, the ghostly presence in 'The Sad Fortunes of the Reverend Amos
Barton' of Balzac's story 'Le Cure de Tours'. The very conception of a triptych of 'Scenes of
Clerical Life' is clearly Balzacian, and this particular case-study shows that Eliot established
from the outset a distinctive way of handling her models. As Rignall shows, the materials she
takes up are never merely 'sources', they are subjected to a process of sharp moral scrutiny. and
transformation that often makes them virtually undetectable.
The juxtapositions Rignall proposes for the major novels include one other which is
textually plausible, although the works in question are scarcely comparable in scale. With its
story of lovers thwarted by family feuds, a river journey in which the lovers fleetingly escape
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the constraints of their local world, and a final death by drowning, The Mill on the Floss seems
to echo Gottfried Keller's Romeo und Julia auf dem Dorfe while utterly changing its moral
perspective.
Rignall points out that George Eliot's life and career ran almost exactly parallel with
Flaubert's: both writers experimented in the mode of exotic history (Romola and SalammbO)
as well as the realist mode, and their paths almost crossed on at least two occasions (in London
and Rouen). Such coincidences provide an initial pretext for a detailed comparison of Madame
Bovary and Middlemarch, and later of Daniel Deronda and L'Education sentimentale. There is
indirect evidence that George Eliot may have been reading L'Education sentimentale when she
was beginning to write her last novel, but no evidence at all that she read Madame Bovary,
although she can hardly have been ignorant of the book and its notoriety, which were in the
news at the outset of her career as a writer of fiction. Of course, Flaubert wasn't then a canonic
writer, and, as Rignall reminds us, Eliot paid relatively little attention to contemporary fiction,
preferring works of firmly established reputation. However, one thing that she must surely have
paid attention to is the emergence in France in the l850s of the term 'realism' in relation first
to painting, then to prose fiction. When G. H. Lewes wrote his article 'Realism in Art: Modem
German Fiction' in 1858, he was using a brand-new aesthetic category. Rignall mentions the
article in order to introduce German parallels (Keller, Fontane), but he himself uses 'realism'
in a more general sense that encompasses Balzac, Dickens and others who never thought of
themselves as 'realists'. Did the French realist movement of the 1850s inflect Eliot's own
conception of fiction? It would be helpful to have some clarification of this important historical
issue.
In fact, however, the parallels with Flaubert are oriented along a different kind of
historical axis. They take their place among a series of others featuring European novels
written later than Eliot's - Fontane's Irrungen, Wirrungen and Adam Bede, Daniel Deronda
and A la recherche du temps perdu. Even Nietzsche, who said some very disobliging things
about Eliot, becomes a major point of reference, again primarily in relation to Daniel Deronda.
Rignall is thus, quietly but with increasing emphasis, seeking to show that Eliot is not, or not
only, a high Victorian moralist, practising 'realism' in its heyday. Her work, he argues, exhibits
clear symptoms of the epistemological and moral scepticism that is often claimed for Flaubert
as a founding precursor of the modem novel and of 'modernism' more generally. He focuses
on the theme of 'diffusion' that surfaces in the writings of both Flaubert and Eliot, and points
out that it is the (often) negative twin of the 'sympathy' which is commonly considered to be
essential to Eliot's novels. Similarly, Daniel Deronda, like L'Education sentimentale, unpicks
the Enlightenment optimism of the Bildingsroman, introducing a moral complexity that
forestalls easy resolutions. This latter theme is pursued in more detail in a short but powerful
chapter on the Jewish diaspora in Daniel Deronda, in which, among other things, Rignall seeks
to defend Eliot against the accusation of giving imaginative credence to- the proto-Zionist
cause.
One other linking strand that should be mentioned here emerges already at the end of
the chapter on 'The Sad Fortunes': 'For George Eliot, like Balzac, quiet provincial life is most
tellingly figured in the fate of the silently enduring woman, for whom its narrowness is a form
of desolation.' This theme recurs like a leitmotif at key moments in several of the later chapters
as a discreet but insistent acknowledgement of feminist re-readings of the Eliot canon.
The book culminates in the most outlandish parallel of all. A note in George Eliot's
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journal records that, in April 1858, she and Lewes took coffee in the Hofgarten in Munich, with
an April shower added for good measure: 'they seem', Rignall comments, 'to have strayed into
the poetic landscape of the other Eliot, and might appear to prefigure the rootless European
intellectuals of a later age, that age whose beginnings can be seen in Daniel Deronda'. None
of Rignall's other accidental parallels go this far, though some come close, but he puts
coincidences to wonderful imaginative use as aids to the cognitive reorientation of the reader
towards the unexpected and refreshing vision of George Eliot as an embryonic modernist, with
Deronda as the dominant work in the canon thus reconfigured.
Rignall is always cautious in his formulations, acknowledging that George Eliot
remains a novelist of her own age, and (more pointedly) that what he is seeking to undo is the
easy stereotype of naIve realism that is often projected contemptuously in the age of
deconstruction on to nineteenth-century novels. One can only applaud that endeavour.
Terence Cave
St John's College Oxford
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